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Preventing Childhood
Obesity: Health in the
Balance
By Jeffrey P. Koplan, Catharyn T.
Liverman, and Vivica I. Kraak
Washington, DC:National Academies Press,
2005. 414 pp. ISBN: 0-309-09315-5, 
$44.95 cloth
On a local daily level, what do 9 million
obese children look like? In the typical
classroom in America today there are four
or five obese students. At an urban high
school, set in a low-income neighbor-
hood, serving an ethnic minority popula-
tion, one might find nearly half the teens
overweight or obese. Pediatric clinics are increas-
ingly confronted with children and adolescents suffering
from obesity-related health problems. Because of the global complexity
of factors influencing the development of obesity and the speed at
which childhood obesity has become commonplace, our society is
unprepared to adequately address the crisis.
Preventing Childhood Obesity: Health in the Balance is a book-length
report based on a 24-month study by a national committee of thought
leaders from across the nation in response to the epidemic of childhood
obesity. Three years ago, directed by the U.S. Congress and the Centers
for Disease Control and Prevention, the Institute of Medicine (IOM)
charged a committee to develop a prevention-focused plan to decrease
the prevalence of obesity in children and youth in the United States.
The book presents a broad range of data to build the case for
launching a large-scale effort befitting a national public health priority.
Although the prevalence of obesity in America’s youth and its health
and psychosocial consequences are well documented, limited data are
available on how to effectively reverse the crisis. Like an exploring car-
tographer, to prevent childhood obesity we must discover and record
the routes at the same time we are traversing them; to wait until they
are delineated is not an option. Such a belief led the committee to rec-
ommend actions “based on the best available evidence—as opposed to
waiting for the possible evidence.” They produced 10 recommenda-
tions on national priority, industry, nutrition labeling, advertising and
marketing, multimedia and public relations, community programs,
built environment, health care, schools, and home.
Many of these areas are fraught with controversy in the interface of
government, industry, and schools. Even the term used—obesity—carries
a controversial definition; the word “obese” is loaded with negative con-
notations. However, in the context of health, the word is not inter-
changeable with “overweight.” This latter term trivializes the importance
of the problem. The committee took a major step forward by justifying
and adopting a definition for pediatric “obesity” rather than “over-
weight”: For children 2–17 years of age, “obesity” is a body mass index
≥ the 95th percentile for age and sex.
Of particular interest is the growing realization of the importance of
the built environment in the societal decrease in physical activity and
dietary quality. To address the relationship between the built environ-
ment and childhood obesity, the National Institute of Environmental
Health Sciences convened national conferences in 2004 and 2005. The
IOM committee recommended that local governments, private develop-
ers, and community groups expand opportunities for physical activity,
including recreational facilities, parks, playgrounds, sidewalks, bike paths,
routes for walking or bicycling to school, and safe streets and neighbor-
hoods, especially for populations at high risk of childhood obesity.
The goal set by Healthy People 2010 is to reduce the proportion
of obese children and adolescents to 5% by 2010. Given that 16% of
children are obese, 5 years is simply not enough time to undo a prob-
lem of this magnitude. The committee states that “it will require a
long-term commitment spanning many years and possibly decades
because the epidemic has taken years to develop and will require persis-
tent efforts and the investment of sustained resources to effectively ame-
liorate.” The IOM committee’s charge did not include the issue of
treatment. Although preventive efforts hold promise for future genera-
tions, for millions of children and adolescents prevention comes too
late. Therefore, secondary and tertiary prevention (treatment) must also
become part of the national plan.
In 2001 the U.S. Surgeon General issued a call to action, sound-
ing the alarm that obesity was a crisis. In 2005, this book provides a
working document for taking action. It is incumbent on all of us to
read this book and take action. Through our collective actions, this
roadmap will become a living document that will grow and change over
time. The committee stressed the need for evaluation of those efforts—
to learn from both success and failure. The ultimate success will be to
make the social norm one that prioritizes a healthy diet, activity level,
and body weight for all children.
JEFFREY B. SCHWIMMER
Jeffrey B. Schwimmer is assistant professor of pediatrics in the Devision of
Gastroenterology, Hepatology, and Nutrition; Department of Pediatrics; University
of California, San Diego. He is the director of Weight and Wellness at the
Children's Hospital and Health Center.
Announcements Book Review
Announcements New Books
Biodefense: Principles and Pathogens
Michael S. Bronze, Ronald A. Greenfield, eds.
Norwich, UK:Horizon Scientific Press, 2005. 
838 pp. ISBN: 1-904933-12-2, $380
Chemoinformatics in Drug Discovery
Tudor I. Oprea, Raimund Mannhold, 
Hugo Kubinyi, Gerd Folkers, eds.
Hoboken, NJ:John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 2005. 
515 pp. ISBN: 3-527-30753-2, $185
Climate Crash: Abrupt Climate 
Change and What It Means for 
Our Future
John D. Cox
Washington, DC:National Academies Press, 
2005. 224 pp. ISBN: 0-309-09312-0, $27.95
Decision Making for the 
Environment: Social and Behavioral
Science Research Priorities
Garry D. Brewer, Paul C. Stern, eds.
Washington, DC:National Academies Press, 
2005. 296 pp. ISBN: 0-309-09540-9, $45
Encyclopedia of Genetics, Genomics,
Proteomics and Bioinformatics
Michael J. Dunn, Lynn B. Jorde, Peter F.R.
Little, Shankar Subramaniam, eds.
Hoboken, NJ:John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 2005. 
3,700 pp. ISBN: 0-471-84974-6, $1,660
Environmental Economics for Tree
Huggers and Other Skeptics
William K. Jaeger
Washington, DC:Island Press, 2005. 240 pp. 
ISBN: 1-55963-668-8, $22.50
EU Environmental Law: Challenges,
Change and Decision-Making
Maria Lee
Oxford, UK:Hart Publishing, 2005. 270 pp. 
ISBN: 1-84113-410-4, $50
Fundamentals of Ecogenetics
Lucio G. Costa, David L. Eaton, eds.
Hoboken, NJ:John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 2005. 
516 pp. ISBN: 0-471-46781-2, $110
Global Public Health Communication:
Challenges, Perspectives and 
Strategies
Muhiuddin Haide
Sudbury, MA:Jones and Bartlett Publishers, 
2005. 450 pp. ISBN: 0-7637-4776-9, $68.95
International Public Health: Diseases,
Programs, Systems, and Policies
Michael Merson, Robert Black, Anne Mills
Sudbury, MA:Jones and Bartlett Publishers, 
2005. 775 pp. ISBN: 0-7637-2874-8, $87.95
Nutrigenomics: Concepts and
Technologies
James Kaput, Raymond L. Rodriguez, eds.
Hoboken, NJ:John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 2005. 
320 pp. ISBN: 0-471-68319-1, $79.95
Proteomics for Biological Discovery
Timothy D. Veenstra, John R. Yates
Hoboken, NJ:John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 2005. 
320 pp. ISBN: 0-471-16005-9, $59.95
Scarcity and Growth Revisited : Natural
Resources and the Environment in the
New Millennium
R. David Simpson, Michael A. Toman, 
Robert U. Ayres
Washington, DC:RFF Press, 2005. 320 pp. 
ISBN: 1-933115-10-6, $70
The Politics of the Global Oil Industry
Toyin Falola, Ann Genova
Westport, CT:Praeger, 2005. 280 pp. 
ISBN: 0-275-98400-1, $44.95
Toxicogenomic Technologies and Risk
Assessment of Environmental
Carcinogens: A Workshop Summary
Committee on How Toxicogenomics Could
Inform Critical Issues in Carcinogenic Risk
Assessment of Environmental Chemicals,
Committee on Emerging Issues and Data on
Environmental Contaminants, National
Research Council
Washington, DC:National Academies Press, 2005.
55 pp. ISBN: 0-309-09700-2, $12
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